Although nurses represent the largest and most trusted health care profession, we are consistently perceived as having the least influence in health care decision-making and in health policy. Given the important role that nurses have in promoting population health and providing care to vulnerable populations, nurse leaders, and professional organizations, such as the American Association of College of Nursing, have worked to ensure coursework on health policy is part of nursing curricula. Yet, many nurses continue to have apathy toward health policy and its relevance to nursing practice or doubt in their own ability to engage and translate their clinical expertise.
Despite a recognized need to develop a nursing workforce adept at leading improvements in our health care system, the curricula of nursing programs provide few opportunities for robust experiences in health policy. We believe nursing students need enhanced extracurricular opportunities to develop the essential skills to lead change, influence policy, and advance health in this country.
In this editorial, we describe how our internship experience at the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation (RWJF) under the leadership of Dr. Susan Hassmiller prepared us to pursue policy-oriented research careers. We hope our experience will inspire nurse leaders and organizations to engage novice nurses in health policy early in their education. We believe that such experiences such as the one we had will increase the pipeline of nurses prepared to lead and make policy change in the United States and globally.
We are nurses from mixed backgrounds (BSN-PhD and second degree) who were exposed to research and policy early on in our nursing careers through a summer internship at RWJF working directly with Dr. Hassmiller, Senior Adviser for Nursing at RWJF. As interns, we had the unique opportunity to participate in research, attend conferences, network with leaders in nursing and health care, and engage in conversations about pressing health policy issues. In addition to our own independent work with Dr. Hassmiller, all RWJF summer interns participated in a collaborative project and presentations with interns from other departments to learn how our work aligned with the financial, ethical, and quality goals of the organization.
Having an opportunity to participate in a research and policy-oriented internship also allowed us to peek behind the curtain and understand how decisions made today will ultimately affect populations in the future. Although health policy courses may be integrated into some nursing curricula, hands-on research and policy experiences allow students to see how such theory translates into practice. For students interested in careers in research and health policy, opportunities such as these can provide insight into the multitude of roles nurses have in public health. Now, as a PhD student and faculty member, we credit our early engagement in research and policy to this internship. We write to encourage nursing schools to support their students in seeking out these opportunities and offer policy internships as elective courses to supplement their traditional clinical externships. Likewise, these experiences are only possible when nursing and public health organizations provide opportunities for nursing students to apply.
As we call for more practical experiences like the RWJF internship, it should be noted that these are not intended to replace traditional clinical nurse externships that provide essential clinical skills but rather enhance the capacity of novice nurses to lead and understand their role in promoting population health. In nursing school, we are taught to evaluate a patient's signs and symptoms, to think critically about their diagnosis, and to advocate on behalf of our patients and family. As part of this internship, we were able to learn from health care leaders who are evaluating health system and governmental policies, are thinking critically about improving workforce issues and health care quality, and are advocating on behalf of nurses and our needs.
Nursing students should be encouraged early on to be compassionate caregivers at the bedside as well as strategic thinkers in other arenas. By combining clinical experiences with an internship of this kind, we may mitigate many of the challenges clinicians and patients face by informing policy that directly impacts the ultimate driver of its implementation: the bedside nurse.
Finally, although we both acknowledge our continuing career success as a result of this initiation into the policy arena, we also understand that our continued relationships with Dr. Hassmiller have been pivotal in the decisions we have made to be nurse leaders. Recent discussion about women and underrepresented minorities in the workplace note the importance of sponsors not mentors in professional success. This is especially true in nursing. Nursing students need sponsors that can help them bring their critical thinking and talents not only to their patients but also to evaluate and improve the systems of care in which we operate. As we embark on our own careers, we hope to continue the legacy of sponsorship modelled by Dr. Hassmiller. This is part of the important work of reshaping our health care system so that it reflects the experiences and insights of nurses at the front line.
